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Abstract

The present study was designed to assess the effects of a combination

of feedback and personal consultations using college student evaluations

or faculty performance. Student evaluation feedback and personal consulta.

tions were conducted at least a semester before any follow-up data was

gathered. The results indicate that providing computerized results of

college student evaluations along with individual faculty consulting

sessions helped the instructors significantly improve their student ratings

on two instructional dimensions.
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THE USEFULNESS OF STUDENT EVALUATIONS IN

IMPROVING COLLEGE TEACHING

Lawrence M. Aleamoni
1

In the past few years, as a result of the 1970 student strikes and the

emphasis on accountability, course and instructor evaluation has been placed

in the spotlight. In an attempt to build a total instructional evaluation

system, a great deal of emphasis has been placed on student evaluations of

course and instructor and the fact that ouch evaluations must be both reliable

and valid to be considered an integral part of a total instructional evaluatioa

system. Cogan, Greenough, and Menges (1971) after extensive reviews of

existing instruments concluded that student opinions do affect learning and

provide a source of quite reliable and valid data relative to the effective .

nese of instruction. A question that naturally arises in developing such

evaluation systems is "Can student evaluations of !instruction and instructor

be useful in improving college teaching once they are made available to the

instructor?"

Although there has been a great deal of anecdotal evidence from instructors

and researchers to suggest that student evaluations do have a positive effect,

very few studies are available that deal with that effect on college level

instruction. In two fairly recent studies by Miller (1971) and Centre (1973)

student evaluations gathered at midsementer and presented to the participating

instructors as feedback were compared to the end -of- semester ratings.

study employed one college's graduate student teaching assistants whereas

Centre's study employed five different small collegest teaching faculty.

=11.

1The author is indebted to Nancy F. Raiff for her valuable editorial and
statistical assistance, and to Pamela Z. ilexner and Jeffrey A. Slinde in
conducting the data analysis.
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In both studies no significant differences were found between the midsemester

and end-of-semester student ratings of instruction.

A more recent study by Braunstein, Klein, and Pach1a (1973) attempted

to assess the effects of college student evaluations on faculty performance

by providing feedback midway through the semester at one college. A

comparison of the shift in median student ratings between the midsemester

and end-of-semester (seven to eight weeks later) indicated significantly

greater increments for the experimental feedback group. This study appears

to be the only one available yielding positive effects of student evaluation

feedback at the college levsl. The authors do, however, point out that the

data used should be viewed with caution because the measures used were in

the form of shifts in the class medians of one scale point or more.

Of the various systems developed for student evaluation of course and

instructor, the Illinois Course Evaluation Questionnaire (CEQ) has perhaps

the most extensive reliability, validity, and norm base data for support.

Normative data have been collected continuously since 1966 by the Measurement

and Research Division of the Office of Instructional Resources at the

University of Illinois, Urbana - Champaign campus. The CEQ is used to collect

student attitudes toward a course and instructor, and its purpose is to

enable faculty members to collect evaluative information about their teaching.

As the number of measures on each course is increased, it becomes possible to

obtain a relatively stable indication of the difference between courses.

This aids in the interpretation of the actual differences between an obtained

section score for a particular instructor and the average scores for all the

sections represented in that course.
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The analysis of item inter-relationships and the subscore inter-relation-

ships indicated that no one element, related to a course, disproportionately

influenced the students' evaluation of the course (Aleamoni & Spencer, 1973).

However, it appears that there also is a "general course attitude" cultivated

by the student as he is exposed to previous students' comments, the instructor,

the textbook, the course, etc., and this is the framework from which he

responds when answering the CEQ items.

It would seem on the basis of three validity studies (Stallings &

Spencer, 1967; Swanson & Sisson, 1971; and Aleamoni & Yimer, 1973), the face

validity of the Call, and Its high reliability, that extremely low scores

on a particular subscore do indicate problem areas in an instructor's

teaching program, whereas, stable high scores point to an effective instruc-

tional program as viewed by students. All available validating evidence

to date (both published and unpublished studies), indicates that the'CEQ

does indeed identify courses that are considered to be excellent or poor.

After using the CEQ, the instructor receives results (see Appendix A)

which allow him to compare his course item means to institutional course

item means (via deciles) and to compare his course subscale means to norm

subscale means categorized by; (a) rank of instructor, (b) level of course,

(c) institution, (d) college, and (e) all institutions that have used the

CEQ throughout the United States. The subscale results allow the instructor

to obtain an indication of major areas of strengths and weaknesses in the

course.. Once the areas of weakness have been identified by the subscales,

then looking at the item results helps to focus on the more specific problem

'Areas. The CEQ items are not completely diagnostic but do serve to elicit

diagnostic. responses from the instructor teaching the course. It provides
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a means whereby some self-evaluation of the teaching process can occur; other

means can be arranged and are available such as asking more diagnostic questions

in the optional item section available on the CEQ forms, (see Appendix B) or

having peers sit in on actual class sessions, etc.

The Optional Item Catalog (Aleamoni & Brandenburg, 1973) was generated

in order to provide instructors with items that may be more relevant or

diagnostic for their particular courses.

After the instructor has decided to use the CEQ and/or any optional

items of his choice, it is then up to him to decide what to do with the

data. If he feels that the interpretation manual (Aleamoni, 1972) and

abbreviated interpretation sheets are not sufficient to help him identify

areas that may need improvement in the course, he.can then arrange for a

conference with one of the members of the Measurement and Research Division

staff.

It has been through a process such as this that instructors have been

able to use student evaluations to identify instructional problems and then

rectify them. Obviously, the success or failure of such a venture rests

solely with the instructor and his willingness to both gather and use the

data provided him.

Since the author has been involved in utilizing student evaluations to

help instructors identify and diagnose instructional problems, the data

was available to conduct a study on the effects of feedback in the following

year. The present study, therefore, provides data beyond midsemester to

end-of-semester comparisons and also looks at the effect of feedback

consultations.
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Method

Description of'Subjects

Instructors at two different institutions (University of Arizona at

Tucson and Sheridan College at Sheridan, Wyoming) who had used the CEQ during

the fall 1971 and spring 1972 terms for their courses were the subjects of

the present study. The experimental group consisted of 20 instructors

teaching 34 courses at the University of Arizona and 12 instructors teaching

16 courses at Sheridan College. The control group consisted of 13 instructors

teaching 18 courses at the University of Arizona and 2 instructors teaching

2 courses at Sheridan College. There were 2,980 students in die experimental

group of 50 courses and 874 students in the 20 control group courses.

Each of these instructors was scheduled to talk with the author about

his/her results. The conferences were conducted individually at the home

campus of the instructor and took approximately 15 to 20 minutes. The

conference began with a close scrutiny of the CEQ subscale results to see if

any problems existed based on the norm data available. If a problem area was

identified (such as Method of Instruction) then a close look at the items

making up that subscale would be in order. If in the discussion with the

instructor the source,of difficulty was identified, then the discussion shifted

to possible ways of trying to resolve the difficulty. If, on the other hand,

the source of difficulty was not identified wing the existing items and the

instructor's recall, then other procedures (such as the use of optional

items, classroom visitation, videotaping, etc.) were explored to be able

to identify the specific problem.

In assessing the usefulness of student evaluations in improving college

teaching, each instructor who had participated in the individual conferences
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was subsequently followed up to see if any significant change had occurred in

their student ratings in subsequent terms (fall 1972) in the same course(s).

Since a majority of the instructors in the experimental group had

decile ratings below eight or nine (the criterion used to determine problem

areas) on the Instructor subscale and possibly one or more of the other four

subscales of the CEQ, only those instructors with decile ratings of zero

through seven on the Instructor subscale were used to make up the experimental

group of the present study.

Instructors who were unable to participate in the individual confetences

due to class conflicts or previous commitments were used to make up the

control group. These instructors had used the CEQ at the same time as the

experimental group. It should be emphasized that these instructors were all

planning to participate in the individual conferences and personally expressed

their disappointment to the-author and their department head in_not-being able

to meet on the scheduled days.

All CEQ data was gathered at or near the end of each semester.

A two-way repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) design was

used to analyze the data.

Results

Means, standard deviations, class sizes, and norm deciles were obtained

for each of the above instructors on five of the CEQ subscales as well as the

Total and are presented in Table 1. The data on the five subscales was then

analyzed to determine if the conferences had any significant effect on helping

the instructor improve his/her teaching as reflected in subsequent student

evaluations measured by the subscales of the CEQ.
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22.

Inspection of the data in Table 1 indicated that the two-person-control

group from Sheridan College was not a representative sample. The entire

Sheridan sample was then deleted and the analysis focused on only the

University of Arizona data.

The ANOVA results for the two subscales (Course Content and Instructor)

that yielded significant F-ratios are presented in Table 2. The results

presented in Table 2 indicate that there was a significant interaction between

the pre-post and experimental-control student ratings of the Course Content and

Instructor subscales. Upon inspection of the plot of the significant

interactions (see Figures 1 and 2) it was obvious that simple main effects

tests of the interactions were called for in order to determine whether or not

significant mean rating differences had occurred between the pre and post

measures.

Table 2

ANOVA Results for the Course Content and

Instructor Subscales of the CEQ

Course Content

Probability.

Pre-Post

Pre-Post x Experimental-
Control

Subjects x Pre-Post

1, 40

1, 40

40

.05606

.13395

.72594

.05606

.13395

.01815

3.0889

7.3809

.0865

.0097

Instructor

Pre -Post

Pre-Post x Experimental-
Control

SUbjects x Pre-Post

1, 40

1, 40

40

.01263

.16663

.84199

.01263

.16663

.02105

.6000

7.9159

.4431

.0076
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Figure 1 : The Pre-Post by Experimental-Control Interaction

for the Course Content Subscale
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Figure 2. The Pre-Post by Experimental- Control Interaction for the

Instructor Subscale
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The results of those simple main effects tests (presented in Tables 3

and 4) indicate that there was a significant increase in the pre-post

measures for the experimental group on both subscales, but no significant

decrease in the pre-post measures for the control group. This suggests that

the CEQ results and the individual conferences had an effect on the instructor

for both the Course Content and Instructor subseales.

Table 3

Simple Hain Effects Tests for the Pre-Post x Experimental-Control

Interaction on the Course Content Subscale of the CEQ

Sourte

Pre-Post

df

Experimental

40

Probability

3.085 p <..01

Pre-Post

Experimental-Control

Experimental- Control

Control

r--
40

Pre

40

Post

40

.911 p< .40

.726 1-7;77;;--

1.690 p < .10



Table 4

Simple Main Effects Tests for the Pre-Post x Experimental-Control

Interaction on the Instructor Subscale of the CEQ

Source df t

/ea

Probability

Experimental

Pre-Post 40 I 2.625

Control

Pre-Post 40 1.653

Pre

Experimental-Control 1 40 i .604

Post

p < .02

p < .20

p ) .50

Experimental-Control 40 1.760 Lp < .10

26.

An inspection of the norm decile shifts for the two subscalee (presented

in Tables 5 and 6) simply reinforces the data presented in Figures 1 and 2.

The average norm decile increase or decrease on the Course Content subsea'e

for the experimental group was 1.13 compared to -.28 for the control group

and on the Instructor subscale, the experimental group was 1.17 compared

to -.67 for the control group. The range of norm decile increase or

decrease on the Course Content subscale for the experimental group ie from

-2 to 4 compared to from -3 to 3 for the control group and on the Instructor

subscale, the experimental group 4as from -4 to 5 compared to from -7 to 3

for the control group.



27.

M-tl-AtitUtV 0

Norm Decile Changes for the Course Content Subscale

Instructor
Pre

Experimental

Post Increase
Decrease

Control

Pre Post
Increase
Decrease

Arizona

1

2

3

4

5

5

9

8

9

9

9

9

4

4

0

1

5

6

7

7

6

9

6

6

1

3

-1

-1

5 8 9 1 7 9 2

6 6 9 1 9 7 -2

.- 7 9 2 5 8 3

8 2 6 4 8 9 1

9 5 9 4 9 8 -1

10 6 7 1 8 7 -1

11 6 8 2 8 5 -3

12 - - - 3 1 -2

13 - - - 6 5 -1

14 4 3 -1 3 4 1

15 7 9 2 1 7 1

16 - - - 4 2 -2

17 4 5 1 9 7 -2

18 2 6 4 9 8 -1

19 5 3 -2 - - -

20 8 9 1 - - -

21 8 9 1 - - -

22 8 8 0 - - -

23 3 1 -2 - - -

24 8 8 0 - - -

28 8 8 0 - - -

33 6 5 -1 - - -

34 7 7 0 - - -

Mean 6.13 7.25

..._

1.13 1 6.33 6.06 -.28



Table 6

Norm Decilz Changes for the Instructor Subscale

Instructor
Experimental

IPre Post
Increase
Decrease

23.

Control

Pre Post
Increase
Decrease

Arizona

1 2 7 5 0 0 0

2 4 8 4 1 4 3

3 6 8 2 r; 4 -1

4 5 8 3 5 4 -1

5 7 8 1 8 9 1

6 5 8 3 9 8 -1

7 7 9 2 6 8 2

8 6 8 2 I 5 7 2

9 6 8 2 9 9 0

10 5 6 1 8 4 -4

11 7 7 0 9 7 7
12 - - - 7 0 -7

13 - - - 5 6 1

14 5 1 -4 5 3 -2

15 5 8 3 I 1 0

16 - - - 6 2 -4

17 2 5 3 9 I 7 -2

18 4 8 4 3 6 %

19 3 0 -3 - - -

20 7 8 1 - - -

21 7 8 1 - - -

22 7 7 0 - - -

23 1 0 -1 - - -

24 7
aa __Ia. -

28 7 7 0 - - -

33 6 6 0 - - -

34 7 8 1 - - -

Mean 5.33 6.50 1.17 i 5.61 f 4.94 -.67
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Discussion

The results of the present study indicate that providing CEQ computerized

results as well as conducting individual consulting sessions with each

instructor who received a normative ratIne indicating areas in need of

improvement, helped the instructors to improve their ratings a semester

or year later in the same course. This indicates that instructors who are

provided with such information eed the opportunity to discuss and explore

possible ways of rectifying their areas of Instructional weakness can

improve their instruction if they choose to do so.

The resuits of the present study further suggest that instructors (when

provided with the appropriate information and an opportunity to interact

with roseone concerning that information) can significantly improve their

course content and their personal classroom techniques during one academic

year. It should also be noted that the magnitude of the improvement in tech

of the above areas was not the same and, therefore, one should not expect

Irprovemant in one area to necessarily result in improvement in any of

the others without some purposeful effort on the part of the instructor.

Even though the interaction effects indicated that a larger difference

betwees pre=peat esseuree eeleted for the evnenimmneal uoraut the cootrOl

group, there were no significant differences between the control and

experimental groups on any of the six dependent steastnes. One possible

explanation for the lack of significant differences in the way the control

group was actually selected. If the instructors could have been assigned

randomly to the experimental and control groups, significant differences

might have been possible.



30.

The present study confirms the anecdotal evidence as well as the one

study by Braunstein, Klein and Pachla (1973) that feedback to college

instructors can lead to significant improvement in their instruction.

However, it should be pointed out that all the studies cited basically

looked at the effect of feedback within a semester or term and not between

semesters at. was the case with the present study. Also, no attempt was

made in those studies to provide instructors with the opportunity to discuss

the rulta of student evaluations with en independent resource person wbo

could help them diagnose their instructional prublens,

It appears therefore, that the combination of feedback and personal

consultation on student evaluations of course and instructor provide a

better framework for encouraging an instructor to use such results for

potential improvement when compared to feedback of results alone.
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